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DECENTRALIZATION IN RETAIL TRADE 


great deal of concern is being expressed nowadays over the problem of 
A decentralization. The drift of residential use away from the built-up sec- 

tions of the city to the suburbs has been a continuous phenomenon, pro- 
ceeding as rapidly as improvements in transportation would allow. The move- 
ment of commercial use, onthe other hand, to the outlying districts is, for the 
most part, a post-World War II development. While each merchant’s pocket- 
book tells him the decentralization story, it would be of considerable value to ap- 
praisers, mortgage lenders, investors and others to know how great the flight of 
the retail dollar to the suburbs has been. Precious little concrete data is avail- 
able as to just what is happening. 


Some light should be thrown on this problem by the 1954 Census of Business 
now being compiled by the Bureau of the Census. It is its announced intention to 
present for the first time a breakdown of sales information comparing the cen- 
tral business district with the remainder of the metropolitan area for a number of 
the standard metropolitan districts. Dallas, Texas, as a pilot city, was sur- 
veyed in this fashion in 1953. The statistics resulting from this survey make 
interesting reading and provide an insight into the matter of commercial decen- 
tralization. 


A summary table has been prepared giving the pertinent facts on the Dallas 
survey. This table as printed on the following page compares the information 
for the dollar volume of sales and number of stores for 11 basic retail group- 
ings. In all but two of these groupings figures are shown for 1948 as well as for 
1953. The comparison of these two years provides a rather accurate analysis 
of what has taken place during the postwar real estate boom. 


Perhaps the greatest value of this material lies in an analysis of the dollar 
volume figures. Retail sales in 1948 in the Dallas Metropolitan Area (Dallas 
County) amounted to approximately $650 million. This had jumped 43% by 1953, 
when the gross volume of all retail sales was indicated to be $925 million. How- 
ever, sales in the downtown district in this same period increased by only 1%, 
while total sales outside the downtown district had increased 57%. This means 
that where formerly 26. 2% of the gross retail volume done by all retail stores in 
the Dallas area was handled in the downtown district, by 1953 only 18. 4% of these 
expenditures were being made ‘downtown.’ 
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It is rather surprising to note that the average sales volume per store in 
the downtown district remained approximately the same in 1953 as it was in 1948. 
As might be expected, per-store sales outside the downtown district jumped during 
this period by 30%. It is impossible to determine from the Census whether the 
average increased sales volume per store outside the central business district 
resulted from an increased volume by established merchants or was a result of 
the appearance on the scene of a number of new, high-volume units. Either 
way the growth has obviously bypassed the downtown district. 


Studying the data on the total number of stores indicates that the downtown dis- 
trict remained virtually unchanged during the 5-year period from 1948 to 1953, 
while there was a 22% growth in retail outlets outside the downtown district. Of 
interest is the tremendous growth in the number of dry goods and general mer- 
chandise stores outside the downtown district, an increase of 42%. Apparel and 
jewelry stores outside the downtown district increased by 55% and 59%, respec- 
tively. The growth in lumber and furniture stores, on the other hand, isto be 
expected in view of the postwar building boom and has undoubtedly been expe- 
rienced by most cities. It is the shops in these categories that at one time would 
have been found almost exclusively in the central business district. 


It is unfortunate that dollar volume figures are not shown for department 
store sales outside the downtown district for the year 1948. The multifloored de- 
partment store, now considered by many to be old-fashioned, constitutes the last 
buttress of the central business district. The big-store atmosphere and greater 
selection of merchandise still influence many housewives to buck the traffic and 
parking problems in order to shop ‘downtown.’ 


According to the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, department store sales in 
the city of Dallas increased 12% from 1948 to 1953. Working from this base, 
the indicated increase in sales of department stores outside the central business 
district from 1948 to 1953 would be 38%. This is a somewhat lower figure than 
might have been expected in the light of the growth in the jewelry and apparel 
categories. 


Of greater interest perhaps is the fact that, on the basis of these figures, 
the downtown department stores now garner 68% of the area’s department store 
sales, whereas in 1948 they enjoyed 75% of this trade. From this it appears that 
the downtown department store group suffered only a 10% loss in position as 
compared with a 30% drop in the share of total area business handled by all down- 
town retailers. Should this prove to be a typical situation, it would indicate that 
the department stores haven’t as great a need for branch outlets as some of those 
merchants handling more specialized lines. 


There will no doubt be some question in the reader’s mind as to how applicable 
this information is to cities other than Dallas, Texas. Until data covering the 
1954 retail trade census is made available, it is, of course, impossible to state 
whether or not this situation prevails elsewhere. It is worthwhile to point out 
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that the 1948 sales-per-store average for all retail stores in the categories shown 
in the Dallas Metropolitan Area is very close to that of all cities in this popula- 
tion group (250, 000 to 500,000). Per-store sales in Dallas in 1948 amounted 
to $109, 000, as compared with an average of $110, 800 for all cities in this popu- 
lation class. At the time of the 1948 census, Dallas ranked 24th among the 147 
standard metropolitan areas defined at that time, and 21st in total retail sales, 
placing it 6th in the amount of per-capita sales. This would appear to substan- 
tiate some of the fabulous things we have been hearing about the great State of 
Texas, and indicate, too, that perhaps Dallas is not what might be described 
as the “typical” city. 


To date, however, this is the only information of its type available and it 
should prove of some value, particularly in the field of store location analysis. 
In making store location studies, our organization has expended a great deal of re- 
search in the field of estimating the potential purchasing power for various types 
of merchandise by trade areas. This information is, of course, invaluable in 
constructing the probable specific sales volume of a prospective outlet. Hereto- 
fore, however, it has been difficult to determine what portion of the potential 
purchasing power for a given type of merchandise can be expected to go to the 
downtown district, in spite of the existence of more accessible competing sub- 
center developments. The information contained in this survey goesa long way 
toward answering this question. 


As soon as the results of the 1954 retail trade census are released, we will 


publish similar analyses on all of those cities for which this information is made 
available. 











